CONVERTIBLE CARGO CONTAINER SYSTEM 
Field of the Invention 

[0001] This invention relates to cargo container systems, and more particularly to cargo 
container systems that are attachable to a vehicle hitch. 

Background of the Invention 

[0002] Spectator sports, particularly football, usually include a common pastime known as a 
"tailgate" party that is an activity where spectators gather for fun and recreation. Millions of 
people attend spectator sports on an annual basis such that the popularity of tailgating has 
become a national pastime. A tailgate party, or tailgating, usually requires picnic items, including 
tables, chairs, beverage coolers, etc. Such items are brought to a location of the spectator sport 
and usually carried in a vehicle as loose items. When at the location of the spectator sport, the 
loose picnic items are unloaded and set-up on tables for tailgate party activities. Such picnic 
items are later loaded back into the vehicle for transport after the tailgate party. The packing, 
transporting, unpacking, and repacking process surrounding the tailgate party is a cumbersome 
and time-consuming process. 

[0003] Cargo carriers have been developed to assist in transporting items via vehicles. Such 
carriers are commonly adapted to couple with a trailer hitch found on a vehicle for external 
transport of items using the vehicle. For example, U.S. Patent No. 5,881,937 describes a 
movable frame assembly for storing and transporting items that includes a connection member 
for mating with a common trailer hitch and a frame member slidably attached to the connection 
member. The assembly is attached to the trailer hitch on a vehicle and is slidably movable, 
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permitting outward extension away from the vehicle while still being connected to the vehicle. A 
storage container may be connected to the frame member. 

[0004] U.S. Patent No. 6,293,45 1 describes a hitch carrier that is removably mounted at a 
rear of a vehicle. The hitch carrier includes a frame assembly having a forward section 
configured for insertion in a hitch sleeve and a cargo unit attached to the frame assembly such 
that the cargo unit may be telescoped towards and away from the rear of the vehicle. The cargo 
unit has a hingeably mounted aerodynamic lid and includes handholds and a locking mechanism 
for locking the lid in a closed position. 

[0005] U.S. Patent No. 6,379,101 describes a ramp and cargo system that is removably 
attachable to a trailer hitch socket of a vehicle for loading and unloading a wheeled vehicle into 
the vehicle. The ramp and cargo system includes a ramp base, a first ramp member hingeably 
mounted to the ramp base, a second ramp member hingeably mounted to the ramp base, and a 
third ramp member hingeably mounted to the second ramp member such that the second ramp 
member and third ramp member may be folded onto one another. 

[0006] The aforementioned cargo carrier systems provide general cargo carriers that are 
connectable to conventional trailer hitches mounted on vehicles and specifically permit access to 
the rear of the vehicles. A cargo container system is desirable that both assists in the organization 
of cargo items while simplifying the amount of items required to be packed and transported. 
Such a cargo container system is particular suitable for tailgate party applications or other 
recreational activities by minimizing the number of items required to be packed and transported 
to a desired location. More particularly, it is desirable to have a cargo container that may be 
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simply assembled and disassembled to function as a transportable container while assembled and 
provide a table when at least partially disassembled. 

Summary of the Invention 

[0007] An object of this invention is to provide a cargo container system that is a container 
when assembled while providing a table or work surface when at least partially disassembled. 

[0008] Another object of this invention is to provide a cargo container system having a 
container for storing items therein that may be simply assembled and disassembled. 

[0009] A more particular object of this invention is to provide a cargo container system 
having a convertible container that may be disassembled into at least one table and reassembled 
to store and transport cargo. 

[0010] Another object of this invention is to provide a cargo container system that is 
attachable to and detachable from a conventional vehicle trailer hitch. 

[001 1] Another object of this invention is to provide a cargo container system that may be 
locked to secure the contents of the container. 

[0012] These and other objects of the invention are accomplished by providing a convertible 
cargo container system having at least one component that individually provides a table or work 
surface. The container system includes a convertible container having a pair of foldable side 
panels and a pair of rigid end panels coupled to the ends of each side panel to form an enclosed 
container. A back panel is hingeably connected to a top panel to form one side panel, and a 
bottom panel is hingeably connected to a front panel to form the other side panel. Each of the 
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front, back, and bottom panels has opposing coupling ends. The interior surface of each end 
panel has a coupling track that receives the coupling ends of the front, back, and bottom panels. 
The top panel is secured to the front panel by a conventional lock or latch. When the convertible 
container is disassembled, at least one of the side panels may be unfolded to provide a table or 
work surface. Additionally, at least one of the side panels has at least one leg support that may 
be extended or retracted in length such as by folding or telescoping. Each leg support is attached 
to the interior surface of the side panel and extends to support the table or work surface. 

[0013] When assembling the container, the side panels are secured to the end panels. An 
example of a device for securing a side panel to an end panel is a use of conventional quick- 
release pins that are inserted through aligned holes formed in the panels. For example, a hole 
may be formed through both the track of one end panel and a coupling end of one side panel. 
After the coupling end of the side panel is inserted into the track and the respective holes of the 
end panel and side panel are aligned, the side panel is secured to the end panel by inserting a 
quick-release pin through the aligned holes. 

[0014] In one embodiment, the container is secured to a carrier having a hitch portion 
connected to a platform. The hitch portion couples with conventional hitches found on 
automobiles and trucks. The platform is preferably sized to receive a bottom panel of the 
container and includes locking clasps to secure the container to the platform. In another 
embodiment, a trailer hitch coupler is affixed to the bottom panel of the container so that the 
container may be directly attached to conventional hitches found on automobiles and trucks. 

[0015] The convertible cargo container system is ideally suited for many types of recreational 
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activities including, but not limited to, carpentering, plumbing, crafting, flea marketing, hunting, 
fishing, tailgating, and other sporting activities by providing a container, for organizing and 
transporting items, that may be converted into at least one table or work surface for use during 
the recreational activity. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 
[0016] FIG 1 is a front perspective view of a convertible cargo container in accordance with 
the present invention. 

[0017] FIG. 2 is a perspective view of the convertible cargo container shown in FIG 1 in an 
open configuration. 

[0018] FIG 3 is an exploded view of the convertible cargo container shown in FIG 1 . 

[001 9] FIG 4 is a rear perspective view of a partially assembled convertible cargo container 
with a side panel removed in accordance with the present invention. 

[0020] FIG 5 is a perspective view of an unfolded side panel in accordance with the present 
invention. 

[0021] FIG 6A is a bottom view of an end panel in accordance with the present invention. 

[0022] FIG 6B is a top view of the end panel shown in FIG 6A in accordance with the 
present invention. 

[0023] FIG 7 is a perspective view of a carrier receiving end panels of the container in 
accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. 

c N PGVL1 : 1 531 1 4. 1 -P-(AYP) 03 1 451 -00001 



[0024] FIG 8 is a perspective view of a carrier receiving an accessory rack in accordance 
with one embodiment of the present invention. 

Detailed Description of the Invention 

[0025] The present invention is a convertible cargo container system having at least one 
component that individually provides a table or work surface. The convertible cargo container 
system provides a lockable container when assembled and provides at least one table or work 
surface when at least partially disassembled. The present invention is particularly suited for 
tailgating applications and other recreational activities by providing a cargo container for storing 
items including but not limited to food, drinks, eating utensils, condiments, and decorations, that 
may be wholly or partially disassembled into at least one free standing table or work surface. 

[0026] Referring now to the drawings, FIG 1 is a front perspective view of a convertible 
cargo container, shown generally at 20, in accordance with the present invention. FIG. 2 is a 
perspective view of the convertible cargo container 20 shown in FIG 1 in an open configuration. 
FIG 3 is an exploded view of the convertible cargo container 20 shown in FIG 1 . The cargo 
container 20 includes a pair of foldable side panels 30, 40 and a pair of rigid end panels 50, 60 
that are coupled and secured to the ends of each side panel 30, 40 to form an enclosed container. 
Each of the side panels 30, 40 includes two portions that fold or pivot with respect to each other. 
In a preferred embodiment, hinges are used to connect one portion of the side panel with the 
other portion of the side panel. One side panel 30 may be folded and then secured to the other 
side panel 40 by a lock or latch 41 thereby permitting closing and securing of the assembled 
container 20. When the lock is unlocked or the latch released, a portion of one side panel 30 may 
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pivot open such that the container 20 is in an open configuration to permit access to the container 
20, as best shown in FIG. 2, and allow disassembly of the container 20. 

[0027] In one embodiment, the container 20 is secured to a carrier, shown generally at 45 
(FIGS. 1 and 2), having a platform 43 and the hitch adapter 70 attached thereto. As best shown 
in FIGS. 1 and 2, the platform 43 is preferably sized to receive a bottom panel 42 (FIGS. 3 and 4) 
of the container 20 and includes locking clasps 53 to secure the container 20 to the platform 43. 
In another embodiment, the hitch adapter 70 is attached to one of the side panels 40 of the 
container 20, preferably the bottom panel 42 (FIGS. 3 and 4) of the assembled container. The 
hitch adapter 70 allows for easy connection and disconnection of the container 20 to a 
conventional hitch assembly found on a vehicle. 

[0028] A back panel 32 (FIGS. 2 and 3) is hingeably connected to a top panel 34 to form one 
side panel 30, and the bottom panel 42 (FIGS. 3 and 4) is hingeably connected to a front panel 44 
to form the other side panel 40. Assembly of the invented cargo container 20 includes folding or 
pivoting one portion of each side panel 30, 40 with respect to the other portion such that the 
portions are positioned substantially perpendicular to one another. For assembly with the end 
panels 50, 60, the back panel 32 is pivoted to a position substantially perpendicular to the top 
panel 34, and the bottom panel 42 is pivoted to a position substantially perpendicular to the front 
panel 44. 

[0029] Each of the back panel 32, the bottom panel 42, and the front panel 44 have a pair of 
opposing coupling ends 36, 38, 46, 48, 47, 49, respectively, for connection with an end panel 50, 
60. Each end panel 50, 60 has a coupling track 54, 64 positioned on an interior surface 52, 62 
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that receives one of the coupling ends 36, 38 of the back panel 32, one of the coupling ends 47, 
49 of the front panel 44, and one of the coupling ends 46, 48 of the bottom panel 42. Each 
coupling track 54, 64 has a corresponding segment for receiving one of the coupling ends 36, 38 
of the back panel 32, one of the coupling ends 47, 49 of the front panel 44, and one of the 
coupling ends 46, 48 of the bottom panel 42. For example, the coupling track 54 of one end 
panel 50 includes a back segment that receives one coupling end 36 of the back panel 32, a front 
segment 95 that receives one coupling end 47 of the front panel 44, and a bottom segment that 
receives one coupling end 46 of the bottom panel 42. In this example, the coupling track 64 of 
the other end panel 60 includes a back segment that receives the other coupling end 38 of the 
back panel 32, a front segment that receives the other coupling end 49 of the front panel 44, and a 
bottom segment that receives the other coupling end 48 of the bottom panel 42. 

[0030] As previously mentioned, locking clasps are preferably used and detailed herein with 
respect to securing the container 20 to the carrier 45. This securing mechanism is not critical to 
the present invention, and alternative conventional mechanisms may be used to secure the 
container 20 to the carrier 45 including, byway of example and not of limitation, a padlock in 
combination with eyelets attached to both the container 20 and the platform 43 for receiving a 
shackle of the padlock or a padlock in combination with a latch. 

[003 1 ] FIG 4 is a rear perspective view of a partially assembled convertible cargo container 
20 with a side panel 30 removed in accordance with the present invention. As best shown in 
FIG. 4, one side panel 40 engages with the end panels 50, 60 such that one coupling end 46 of the 
bottom panel 42 is received in the coupling track 54 of one end panel 50, the other coupling end 
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48 of the bottom panel 42 is received in the coupling track 64 of the other end panel 60, one 
coupling end 47 of the front panel 44 is received in the coupling track 54 of one end panel 50, 
and the other coupling end 49 of the front panel 44 is received by the coupling track 64 of the 
other end panel 60. Also shown in FIG. 4, the coupling track 54 of one end panel 50 has a 
portion for receiving one coupling end 36 of the back panel 32, and the coupling track 64 of the 
other end panel 60 has a portion for receiving the other coupling end 38 of the back panel 32. 

[0032] At least one of the coupling ends 36, 38, 46, 48, 47, 49 of the side panels 30, 40 is 
secured to an end panel 50, 60. Examples of devices for securing a side panel to an end panel are 
a conventional quick-release pin or a shackled padlock that is inserted through an aligned hole 
formed in the panels. For example, a hole may be formed through both the coupling track of one 
end panel and a coupling end of one side panel. After the coupling end of the side panel is 
inserted into the coupling track and the respective holes of the end panel and side panel are 
aligned, the side panel is secured to the end panel by inserting a quick-release pin through the 
aligned holes. Although a track and quick-release pin combination is preferably used and 
detailed herein, this securing mechanism is not critical to the present invention. Alternative 
conventional mechanisms may be used to secure a side panel to an end panel including, by way 
of example and not of limitation, a hook and slot combination where hooks a formed on the 
coupling end of the side panels that are received by slots formed on the end panels. 

[0033] As shown in FIGS. 3 and 4, the hitch adapter 70 is attached to the bottom panel 42 
and includes a mating member 72 for connecting to a conventional vehicle hitch assembly. 
Although the hitch adapter 70 is described with respect to conventional vehicle hitch assemblies, 
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other vehicle mounted attachment mechanisms may be used that allow the container to be 
transported externally of a vehicle while being secured to the same. Additionally, hitch 
assemblies are not critical to the operation of the container 20 and other attachment devices may 
be used in place of a hitch assembly for connection to the mating member 72 including but not 
limited to bumper mounted supports or rails. 

[0034] FIG 5 is a perspective view of an unfolded side panel, shown generally at 80, in 
accordance with the present invention. When the convertible container 20 is disassembled, at 
least one of the side panels 30, 40 may be unfolded to provide a table or work surface 81. The 
unfolded side panel 80 includes at least one retracting or folding support 82 and a locking bar 31 
that secures the side panel 80 in an unfolded and substantially planar configuration. The support 
82 is preferably attached to the interior surface 84 of the side panel 80 to minimize interference 
with the table or work surface when the side panel is unfolded. Four retracting supports 82 are 
preferably attached to each side panel such that each retracting support 82 is positioned 
substantially adjacent one of the corners of the side panel. 

[0035] A variety of conventional table or work surface supports that are retractable or 
foldable, including folding legs and telescoping legs, are known and may be used as the support 
82. The support locks in an extended position for stable placement of the unfolded side panel on 
a surface and unlocks for retracting the support, but the particular type of support is not critical to 
the present invention. In one embodiment, the side panel 80 includes a recess 86 formed on the 
interior surface 84 thereof to cradle the support 82 in a retracted position. When the support 82 
is folded or retracted, the support 82 is positioned in the recess 86 so as to minimize interference 
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with any contents of the container 20. 

[0036] As previously mentioned, the side panel 80 includes a locking bar 31 such as a 
locking bridge or slide latch, that is attached to the interior surface 84 of the side panel 80. In 
one embodiment, the locking device 31 includes a guide 81 that is mounted on the interior 
surface 84 of each of the portions of the side panel 80 and receives the slide latch 83 therein. As 
best shown in FIG. 5, the guide 81 is aligned such that the slide latch 83 is positioned to connect 
the guide on one portion of the side panel 80 with the aligned guide on the other portion of the 
side panel 80 thereby securing the side panel in an open, unfolded, and substantially planar 
configuration. In another embodiment, a channel may be formed on the interior surface 84 of the 
side panel 80 in place of the aforementioned guide to allow positioning of the slide latch therein. 
The particular locking mechanism used to secure the side panel 80 in the open configuration is 
not critical to the container 20, and a variety of conventional locking devices may be used to 
prevent folding or pivoting of one portion of the side panel 80 with respect to the other portion 
while maintaining the side panel in an unfolded and substantially planar configuration. To 
provide the table or work surface 81, the side panel is unfolded and secured using the locking bar 
31, and the support 82 is extended or unfolded to allow the unfolded side panel 80 to stand on a 
surface. 

[0037] As previously mentioned, when the container is in the assembled configuration, the 
side panels 30, 40 and end panels 50, 60 are secured to one another using quick-release pins 86 
that are inserted through aligned holes formed through the panels 30, 40, 50, 60. Aligned holes 
are formed through the tracks of each end panel and the coupling ends of the side panels. For 
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example, aligned holes are formed through the tracks 54, 64 of the end panels 50, 60 and through 
the coupling ends 36, 38, of the back panel 32, the coupling ends 46, 48 of the bottom panel 42, 
and the coupling ends 47, 49 of the front panel 44. Each coupling end of a side panel is inserted 
into the coupling track of the corresponding end panel, aligned, and secured to the end panel by 
inserting a quick-release pin through the aligned hole. Because quick-release pins are easily 
insertable and removable, quick-release pins are preferably used to secure the side panels 30, 40 
and end panels 50, 60 to one another thereby allowing the container 20 to be simply assembled 
and disassembled. 

[0038] The release pins may be secured to the interior surface of the end panels 50, 60 by a 
tether such as a cord or wire. Securing the release pins to the end panels 50, 60 allows for simple 
retrieval of the release pins during assembly of the container 20 while preventing loss of the 
release pins during disassembly of the container 20. Although quick-release pins are used to 
secure the side panels to the end panels, other retaining mechanisms may be used to secure the 
side panels to the end panels while readily allowing detachment of the side panels from the end 
panels during disassembly of the container 20. Alternative retaining mechanisms include, but are 
not limited to, a resiliently flexible catch, a releasable detent, and a shackled lock. 

[0039] FIG 6 A is a bottom view of an end panel 90 in accordance with the present invention. 
FIG 6B is a top view of the end panel 90 shown in FIG 6A in accordance with the present 
invention. As previously mentioned, handles 51, 61, 91 are attached to the end panels 50, 60, 90 
for transporting the container 20. The handles 51, 61, 91 are preferably recessed to prevent 
unwanted interference with the environment. As best shown in FIG 6A, the coupling tracks 54, 
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64, 94 are adapted to receive the coupling ends of the back panel 32, bottom panel 42, and front 
panel 44, such as by tight fit. The coupling track 54, 64, 94 of one end panel 50, 60, 90 includes 
three segments 92, 93, 95 that are each adapted to receive a coupling end of one of the back panel 
32, bottom panel 42, and front panel 44. For example, the coupling track 94 includes a back 
segment 92 that receives one coupling end 36 of the back panel 32, a front segment 95 that 
receives one coupling end 47 of the front panel 44, and a bottom segment 93 that receives one 
coupling end 46 of the bottom panel 42. When the container 20 is assembled, the top panel 34 is 
not received by a coupling track so as to pivot with respect to the back panel 32 to open and close 
the container 20. A gasket or seal may be attached to the top panel 34 to further prevent the 
undesired elements of the environment, such as rain, from entering the container 20. 

[0040] FIG. 7 is a perspective view of a carrier 45 receiving end panels 50, 60 of the 
container 20 in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. The end panels 50, 60 
are sized to fit within a perimeter of the platform 43 such that the end panels 50, 60 rest on the 
platform 43 adjacent to each other to form a surface. When the carrier 45 is attached to a vehicle 
hitch, the surface formed by the end panels 50, 60 resting within and on the platform 43 of the 
carrier 45 may be used as a work surface or seating area because it is supported by attachment to 
the vehicle. 

[0041] FIG 8 is a perspective view of a carrier 45 receiving an accessory rack, shown 
generally at 73, in accordance with one embodiment of the present invention. In this 
embodiment, the carrier 45 includes a mounting subassembly 63 (FIGS. 7 and 8) that is attached 
to ends of the platform 43. For example, rigid hollow tubes are attached to opposing ends of the 
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platform 43. The accessory rack 73 includes two mounting units 65, 67 that each couple with the 
mounting subassembly 63 attached to opposing ends of the platform 43. Each of the mounting 
units 65, 67 has a rigid tube section such that the mounting subassembly couples with mounting 
units 65, 67. For example, the tube section of the mounting unit 65, 67 is sized to slidably fit in 
the hollow tubes of the mounting subassembly 63. To secure the mounting unit 65, 67 to the 
mounting subassembly 63, quick-release pins may be inserted into an aligned hole formed 
through the mounting unit 65, 67 and the mounting subassembly 63. 

[0042] As best shown in FIG 8, the width extending between one mounting unit 65 and the 
other mounting unit 67 of the accessory rack exceeds the width of the platform 43. The 
accessory rack 73 ideally provides additionally storage space for items that exceed the 
dimensions of the container 20, such as easy-up canopies or roll-up awnings. 

[0043] Those of ordinary skill in the art will be aware of other variations that are within the 
scope of the claimed invention, which is to be measured by the following claims. 
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